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3. Write an essay in which you explore the relative claims of the rights of the
individual and the rights of the community in modern American culture. To.
what extent do those claims reflect a fundamental contradiction in American
social ideology? '

4. coNNEcTING TEXTS In the debates over both racial profiling and affirmative
action, the discussions tend to presume that determining ethnic identity
is a simple matter. Read or review Jack Lopez’s “Of Cholos and Surfers”
(p. 654), Nell Bernstein's “Goin’ Gangsta, Choosin’ Cholita” (p. 661), and
Melissa Algranati’s “Being an Other” (p. 667), and write an essay in which
you explore the implications that mixed-race backgrounds and cultural prac-
tices such as claiming may have for these debates.
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ALFRED LUBRANO ‘
The Shock of Education: How College Corrupts

One of America’s most fundamental contradictions lies at the heart of
the m itself. That is, America’s promise of social mobility i
comb’él’s—fﬁc“)mﬁ begin at the bottom to leave behind their origins in
order to succeed, which entails giving up a part of oneself and leaving
one’s home behind. It can be a wrenching transition, and in this reflec- i
tion on what it means to achieve the dream, Alfred Lubrano describes : ;
the strain of moving between two worlds, relating both his own experi-
ences moving from working-class Brooklyn to an Ivy League school and '
those of other working-class “straddlers” who moved into the middle ’
class. The son of a bricklayer, Lubrano is a journalist and National Pub- :
lic Radio commentator. He is the author of Limbo: Blue-Collar Roots,
White-Collar Dreams (2004), from which this selection is taken.

2
R
I
;
i
i
P
b
i

ke sk

College is where the Great Change begins. People start to question the blue-collar
take on the world. Status dissonance, the sociologists call it. Questions arise: Are
the guys accurate in saying people from such-and-such a race are really so bad?
Was Mom right when she said nice girls don’t put out? Suddenly, college opens
up a world of ideas— a life of the mind— abstract and intangible. The core blue-
collar values and goals—loyalty to family and friends, making money, marry-
ing, and procreating — are supplanted by stuff you never talked about at home:
personal fulfillment, societal obligation. the pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s
sake, and on and on.jOne world opens and widens; another shrinks.

There’s an excitement and a sadness to that. The child, say Sennett and
Cobb, is deserting his past, betraying the parents he is rising above, an
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~ynavoidable result when you’re trying to accomplish more with your life than
~merely earning a paycheck.! So much will change between parent and child,
and between peers, in the college years. “gyg_yw_t_a@_yﬂ far- } v
ther from your parents,” says Southwest Texas State University history pro-
fessoT Gregg Andrews, himself a Straddler. “I say this to all my freshmen to
start preparing them.” The best predictor of whether you're going to have
problems with your farily is the distance between your education and your
parents’, Jake Ryan says: You may soon find yourself with nothing to talk to
your folks or friends about.
This is the dark part of the American story, the kind of thing we work to
hide. Mobility means discomfort, because sO much has to change; one can’'t
allow for the satisfactions of stasis: You prick yourself and move, digging
spurs into your own hide to get going, forcing yourself to fordet the comforts

of the barn. In this country, wWe speak grandly of this‘ff@;mg—hpj)sis, never Ly

stopping to consider that for many class travelers with passports stamped for
new territory, the trip is nothing less t@l%_pﬂd_gﬁﬁglfm\ﬂg. per

Fighting Self-Doubt L

When Columbia plucked me out of working-class Brooklyn, I was sure they

had made a mistake, and I remained convinced of that throughout most of

: my time there. My high school was a gigantic (4,500 students) factory; we ,//u/n} .

: literally had gridlock in the halls between classes, kids belly to back between L,,%J
history and English class. A teacher once told me that if every one of the reli- ¢y
able corps of truant students actually decided to show up to class one day, @/"7%.
the school could not hold us all. (We were unofficially nicknamed “the Italian

Army.” When our football guys played nearby New Utrecht, which boasted an
equivalent ethnic demographic, kids dubbed the game the “Lasagna Bowl.”) |
Lafayette High School roiled with restless boys and girls on their way to jobs
in their parents’ unions or to secretaries’ desks. How could you move from
that to an elite college?

At night, at home, the difference in the Columbia experiences my father
and | were having was becoming more evident. The family still came
together for dinner, despite our disparate days. We talked about general ‘g
stuff, and 1 learned to self-censor. I'd seen how ideas could be upsetting, A
especially when wielded by a smarmy freshman who barely knew what he |
was talking about. No-one wanted to hear how the world worked from some P
kid who was first learning to use his brain; it was as unsettling as riding in ‘\l
a car with a new driver. When he taught a course-on Marx, Sackrey said he :
used to tell his students just pefore Thanksgiving break not_to_talk about 1
“this stuff Woﬁday. Me mimicking :

IRichard Sennett and jonathan Cobb, The Hidden Injuries of Class (New York: Alfred A. o
Knopf, 1972), 131.
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my professors’ thoughts on race, on people’s struggle for equality, or on
politics didn’t add to the conviviality of the one nice hour in our day. So 1
learned to shut up.

After dinner, my father would flip on the TV in the living room. My mom s
would grab a book and join him. And I'd go looking for a quiet spot to study.
In his autobiography, Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodri-
guez, the brilliant Mexican-American Straddler, writer, and PBS commentator
invokes British social scientist Richard Hoggart’s “sctholarship boys,” finding
pieces of himself in them. Working-class kids trying to advance in life, the
scholarship boys learned to withdraw from the warm noise of the gathered
family to isolate themselves with their books.? (Read primarily as a memoir
of ethnicity and —most famously —an anti-affirmative action tract, the book
is more genuinely a dissertation or{clasg/ At a sidewalk café in San Francisco,
Rodriguez himself tells me how often his book is miscatalogued.) Up from

- the immigrant working class, Rodriguez says in our interview, the scholar-

ship boy finds himself moving between two antithetical places: home and

school. With the family, there is intimacy and emotion. At school, one learns

@/‘ to live with “lonely reason.” Home life is in the now, Rodriguez says; school

&S life exists on an altogether different plane, calm and reflective, with an eye
toward the future. :

The scholarship boy must learn to distance himself from the family cir-
cle in order to succeed academically, Rodriguez tells me. By doing this, he
slowly loses his family. {There’s a brutality to education, he says, a rough and
terrible disconnect{Rodriguez says he despised his parents’ “shabbiness,”
their inability to speak English. “I hated that they didn’t know what 1 was
learning,” he says. He thought of D. H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers, and of
Paul Morel, the coal miner’s son. Lawrence is a model for Rodriguez, in a
way. Rodriguez remembers the scene in which the son watches his father
pick up his schoolbooks, his rough hands fingering the volumes that are the
instruments separating the two men. Books were establishing a disharmony
between the classroom and Rodriguez’s house. Preoccupation with language
and reading is an effeminacy not easily understood by workers. “It sears your
soul to finally decide to talk like your teacher and not your father,” Rodriguez
says. “I'm not talking about anything less than the grammar of the heart.”

Myself, 1 studied in the kitchen near the dishwasher because its white
noise drowned out the television. As long as the wash cycle ran, I could not
hear Mr. T and the A-Team win the day. 1 did not begrudge my father his one
indulgence; there wasn’t much else that could relax him. He was not a drinker.
TV drained away the tumult and hazard of his Columbia day. My own room
was too close to the living room. My brother’s small room was too crowded for
both of us to study in. You never went in your parents’ bedroom without them

2Richard Rodriguez, Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez (New York:
Bantam Books, 1983), 46. Rodriguez himself quotes from Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Lit-
eracy (London: Chatto and Windus, 1957), chap. 10.
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i it, inviting you. When the dishes were clean and the kitchen again too quiet
1o beat back the living room noise, I'd go downstairs to My grandparents’
apartrnent. If they were both watching the same TV show on the first floor, then
the basement was free. Here was profound and almost disquieting silence. 1
could hear the house’s systerms rumble and shake: water whooshing through
pipes, the oil burner powering on and off, and the refrigerator humming with
a loud efficiency. Down in the immaculate redwood-paneled kitchen/living
room, which sometimes still smelled of the sausages and peppets my grand-
father may have made that night (my grandparents cooked and ate in their
pasement, something that never seemed unusual to us), I was ninety minutes
from my school and two floors below my family in a new place, underscoring
my distance from anything known, heightening my sense of isolation —my
limbo_status. I read Homer, Shakespeare, and Moliere down there. I wrote
a paper on landscape imagery in Dante’s Inferno. In my self-pitying, melo-
dramatic teenager’s mind, 1 thought [ had been banished to a new, lonely
rung of hell that Dante hadn’t contemplated.

By 11 p.m., I'd g0 back upstairs. My mother would be in bed, my father
asleep on his chair. I'd turn off the TV, which awakened my dad. He'd walk
off to bed, and I'd study for a couple more hours. His alarm would go off
pefore 5 a.m., and he’'d already be at Columbia by the time I woke up at
6:30. That's how our Ivy League days ended and began. When my father
was done with Columbia, he moved on to another jobSite. When 1 was done
with Columbia, I was someone else. I'd say I got the better deal. But then, my
father would tell you, that was always the plan. . .. "

Macbeth and Other Foolishness

: ‘Middle-class kids are groomed for ano life. They understand, says Patrick
Finn, why feading Mac eth in high school could be important years down the-

road. Working-class kids see no such connection, understand no future life
for which digesting Shakespeare might be of value. Very much in the now,
working-class people are concerned with immediate needs. And bookish kids

are seen as weak. o
. ——— ~
Various education studies have shown that Getools help reinforce class.
Teachers treat the working class and the well-to-do differently, this work
demonstrates, with the blue-coliar kids getting less attention and respect. I’
no secret, education experts insist, that schools in poorer areas tend to employ
teachers who are less well-trained. In these schools, the curriculum is test-
based and uncreative. Children are taught, essentially, to obey and fill in
blanks. By fourth grade, many of the children are bored and alienated; noth-
ing in school connects to their culture. Beyond that, many working-class chil-
dren are resistant to schooling and uncooperative with teachers, experts say.
They feel pressure from other working-class friends to not participate and are
told that being educated is effermninate and irrelevant. Educators have long
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understood that minority children have these problems, says Finn. But they
rarely understand or see that working-class white kids have similar difficul-
ties. “So we're missing a whole bunch of people getiing screwed by the edu-
cation systems,” he says.

in. our conversations, Finn explains that language is a key to class. In
a working-class home where conformity is the norm, all opinions are dic-
tated by group consensus, by what the class says is so. There's one way to
do everything, there’s one way 1o look at the world. Since all opinions are
shared, there’s never a need to explain thought and behavior. You talk less.
Language in such a home, Finn says, is implicit.

Things are different in a middle-class home. There, parents are more will-
ing to take the time to explain to little Janey why it’s not such a good idea to
pour chocolate sauce on the dog. If Janey challenges a rule of the house, she’s
spoken to like an adult, or at least not like a plebe at some military school.
(Working-class homes are, in fact, very much like the military, with parents
barking orders, Straddlers tell me. It's that conformity thing again.) There is
a variety of opinions in middle-class homes, which are more collabdrative
than conformist, Finn says. Middle-class people have a multiviewed take on

opinions, language is by necessity explicit.

the world. In such a home, where one needs to €Xpress NUMErous ideas and
RN
oo

When it’s time to go to school, the trouble starts. The language of
school — of the teachers and the books —is explicit. A child from a working-
class home is at a huge disadvantage, Finn says, because he’s used to a nar-
rower world of expression and a smaller vocabulary of thought. It’s little won-
der that kids from working-class homes have lower reading scores and do
less well on SATs than middle-class kids, Finn says.

In high school, my parents got me a tutor for the math part of the SATS,
to bolster a lackluster PSAT score. That sort of thing happens all the time in
middle-class neighborhoods. But we were setting precedent among our kind.
Most kids | knew from the community were not taking the SATS, let alone
worrying about their scores. If you're from the middle class, you do not feel
out of place preparing for college. Parents and peers help groom you, encour-
age you, and delight in your progress. Of course, when you get to freshman
year, the adjustments can be hard on anyone, middle-class and working-class
kids alike. But imagine going through freshman orientation if your parents

_are ambivalent— or hostile — about your being there, and your friends aren’t
clear about what you'te doing. i

It was liké thatformy friend Rita Giordano, forty-five, also a journalist,
also from Brookiyn. Her world, like mine, was populated by people who
thought going from 60th to 65th Streets was a long journey. So when Rita
took sojourns into Greenwich Village by herself on Saturday mornings as a
teenager, she made sure not to tell any of her friends. It was too oddball
to have to explain. And she’d always come back in time to go shopping
with everyone. She couldn’t figure out why she responded to the artsy vibe
of the Village; she was just aware that there were things going on beyond
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the neighborhood. When it came time for college, she picked Syracuse Uni-
“yersity because it was far away, a new world to explore. That bothered
" her friends, and she’d have to explain herself to them on trips back home.
 «what do you do up there?” they asked her. “Don’t you get homesick?”
" guddenly, things felt awkward among childhood friends who had always
been able to talk. “It was confusing to come home and see people think-
ing that you’'re not doing what they’re doing, which meant you're rejecting
them,” said Rita, a diminutive, sensitive woman with large, brown eyes.
«pon’t they see it’s still me?” 1 wondered. 1 started feeling like, how do 1
coexist in these two worlds, college and home? I mean, I could talk to my
girlfriends about what color gowns their bridesmaids would wear at their
fantasy weddings. But things like ambition and existential questions aboug
where you fit in the world and how you make your mark —we just didn’t}
go there.” )

And to make matters more complicated, there was a guy. Rita’s decision
to go to Syracuse didn’t sit well with the boyfriend who was probably always
going to remain working class. “In true Brooklyn fashion, he and his friends
decided one night they were going to drive four hundred miles to Syracuse to
bring me back, or whatever. But on the way up, they totaled the car and my
boyfriend broke his leg. He never got up there, and after that, the idea of him
bringing me to my Senses dissipated.”

Another Straddler, Loretta Stec, had a similar problem with a blue-
collar lover left behind. Loretta, .a slender thirty-nine-year-old English pro-
fessor at San Francisco State University with delicate features and brown
hair, needed to leave the commotion of drugs and friends’ abortions and
the repressed religious world of Perth Amboy, New Jersey, for the calm life
of the mind offered by Boston College. The only problem was Barry. When
Loretta was seventeen, she and Barry, an older construction worker, would
ride motorcycles in toxic waste dumps. He was wild and fine —what every
working-class girl would want. But Loretta knew life had to get better than
Perth Amboy, so she went off to Boston. Barry and she still got together,
though. They even worked on the same taping crew at a construction site
during the summer between Loretta's freshman and sophomore years. But
the differences between them were growing. All the guys on the job —Barry
included — thought it was weird that Loretta would read the New York Times
during lunch breaks. “What’s with that chick?” people asked.

By the time Loretta returned to Boston for her second year, she knew
she was in a far different place than Barry. The working class was not for her.
Hanging around with this guy and doing construction forever —it sounded
awful, “I was upwardly mobile, and I was not going to work on a construction
crew anymore,” Loretta says. She tried to break it off, but Barry roared up
195 in a borrowed car to change her mind. Loretta lived in an old Victorian
with middle-class roommates who had never met anyone like Barry. When he
showed up with a barking Doberman in tow, she recalled he was screaming

like Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire that he wanted Loretia
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back. The women became terrified. Loretta was able to calm first Barry, then
her roommates. Afterward, the couple went to listen to some music. In a little
place on campus, a guitar trio started performing a Rolling Stones song. Sud-
denly, Barry turned to Loretta and began scream-singing about wild horses
not being able to drag him from her, really loud, trying to get her to see his
resolve. “People were wondering who was this guy, what’s his deal?” Loretta
says. “It pointed out the clash between my new world and the old. You don’t
do stuff like that. It was embarrassing, upsetting, and confusing. I didn’t want
to hurt him. But [ knew it wasn’t going to work for me.” They walked around
campus, fighting about things coming to an end. At some point, she recalls,
Barry noticed that a college student with a nicer car than his — Loretta can’t
remember exactly what it was—had parked behind his car, blocking him.
Already ramped up, Barry had a fit and smashed a headlight of the fancy
machine with a rock. There Loretta was, a hundred feet from her campus
Victorian, newly ensconced in a clean world of erudition and scholarship, far
from the violence and swamps of central Jersey. Her bad-boy beau, once so
appealing, was raving and breathing hard, trying to pull her away from the
books, back down the turnpike to the working class.

“That was really the end of it,” Loretta says. “I couldn’t have a guy around
who was going to act like that. He was wild and crazy and I was trying to
make my way.” Barry relented, and left Loretta alone. They lost touch, and

Loretta later learned that Barry had died, the cause of death unknown to her.
It was such a shock. . . .

READING THE TEXT _ e c’f\\wﬁ

@ What is your respong%to/ [ubrano’s title, and why do you think he chose it for ;
his essay? ‘ ’

(Q Summarize in your own words the difference between Lubrano’s high school
and college experiences.

“

What does Richard Rodriguez mean by saying “There’s a brutality to educa-
tion” (para. 6)?

{ 9 Why did Lubranc avoid discussing his Columbia University experiences with
~_ his family?

\Q. How does childrearing differ in blue-collar and in middle-class families, in
Lubrano’s view? What evidence does he advance to support his claims?

READING THE SIGNS

r\> (\1) In your journal, reflect on the effects — positive or negative —that attending
college may have had on your relationship with your family and high school
friends. How do you account for any changes that may have occurred?

€ é_)ln an argumentative essay, support, ‘challenge, or complicate Gregg Andrews’s
statement that “Every bit of learning takes you further from your parents”
(para. 1). '




